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Abstract  International exchange is an important part of China’s educational 
opening up, cooperation, and connection with other countries. It also serves as 
a unique strategic resource, helping to develop and consolidate mutual 
political trust, diplomatic exchange, economic and trade relations, cultural 
exchange and educational cooperation between China and other countries in 
the world, thereby enhancing China’s international image. We have seen 
positive contributions made to our progress towards peace among peoples, and 
noted the irreplaceable role played by China. International educational 
exchange is an important part of global international student flows. Since the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China, especially in the 40 years of 
reform and opening up, China has experienced a development process in 
education from language students to students at all levels and from quantity to 
quality. The change in the type of international students studying in China and 
of Chinese students studying abroad reflects the Chinese spirit and the 
broadening the appeal of China’s programs. It can be interpreted as the 
fulfillment of the “Chinese Dream,” contributing to national revitalization. 
The trade imbalance between exporting countries and destination countries in 
international educational exchange has been reduced. 
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Introduction 

Xi Jinping, general secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC), made 
some important remarks at the National Overseas Studies Working Conference 
held on December 12–13, 2014. He urged sectors and people working for 
international student exchange to adapt to the general situation of national 
development and the major work of the Party and the country, to plan for 
international students studying in China and for Chinese students studying 
abroad as a whole, and to make comprehensive use of both international and 
domestic resources, so as to train more outstanding talents. He stressed that we 
should strive to create a new situation for international student exchange and 
make new and greater contributions to achieving the “Two Centenaries”1 and the 
great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation (Ministry of Education, 2014). Since the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China, international educational exchange 
has been marked by a distinct political flavor. Overall, international student 
exchange has served the overall situation of educational reform and development 
and diplomacy, promoting national comprehensive capability and 
competitiveness. In the new era, international educational exchange is closely 
related to China’s status as a major country, linked with the rejuvenation of the 
Chinese nation, the Chinese spirit and Chinese approaches and is becoming an 
important vehicle to deepen cultural exchange, and enhance soft power and 
competitiveness. Exchange undertakes a key historical mission. On the 40th 
anniversary of reform and opening up, this paper has combed through data on the 
development of international study in China and of Chinese students studying 
abroad, to offer readers practical insights. 

                                                        
1 The “Two Centenaries” refers to the anniversaries of the founding of the CPC and the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China in 2021 and 2049 respectively. Advanced by 
general secretary Xi Jinping following the 18th National Congress of the CPC held in 2012, 
goals related to these significant dates are considered the foundation for achieving the 
“Chinese Dream.” 
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International Students Studying in China and Chinese 
Students Studying Abroad over the Past 40 Years of Reform 
and Opening Up 

How the Overall Situation for International Students Studying in China Has 
Changed 
 
Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), especially since 
reform and opening up, the number and quality of international students in China 
have increased rapidly. In 1950, only 33 international language students from 
five Eastern European countries studied in China (MOE, 2010), a tiny number 
that increased to as many as 442,773 at all levels from 205 countries and regions 
by 2016 (Zhao, 2017); Tsinghua University used to be the only university 
accepting international students whereas in this decade, 829 universities and 
colleges and scientific research institutes in 31 provinces, autonomous regions 
and municipalities accept international students (Zhao, 2017). In 2016, another 
130,000 international students have attended preschool, and primary and 
secondary schools in China, with 570,000 international students studying at all 
levels. In this study, we divide the history of Chinese international education 
after reform and opening up into three stages: the stage of positioning and 
adjustment, the stage of enlarging scale and improving quality, and the present 
stage of improving quality and efficiency. 

(1) The stage of positioning and adjustment. From 1978 to 2000, 350,581 
international students were trained nationwide: 32,059 students were sponsored 
by Chinese government scholarships and 318,522 students were self-financed 
(Hao, 2009). This period is the spring of China’s reform and opening up, and also 
the spring of international students studying in China and Chinese students 
studying abroad. As the scale of international education in China has developed 
and various rules and regulations have been introduced and perfected, the 
education of international students in China is no longer a matter of passive 
acceptance, but relevant policies have been formulated to regularize enrollment, 
teaching and management, resulting in increasingly standardized services that 
respond to the characteristics of international students. The origin countries of 
international students in China have expanded from neighboring countries, the 
former Soviet Union, Eastern European socialist countries and Asian, African, 
and Latin American third world countries, to many other countries of the world. 
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The emergence of self-financed students, both undergraduate and graduate 
students have gradually expanded the scale, improved the quality and promoted 
the level of international students studying in China. 

(2) The stage of enlarging scale and improving quality. From 2001 to 2016, 
the total number of international students in China reached 3.74 million, 
including 130,000 students with academic qualifications, 375,513 
postgraduates with master’s degrees or a doctorate, and more than two million 
self-financed students (Wei, 2017). From 2012 to 2016, international students 
studying in China show a growing trend year by year, in terms of the total 
number, the total number with academic qualifications, the total number with 
Chinese scholarships, and the total number of postgraduates. Education in 
China has gradually entered the stage of collaborative innovation, institutional 
improvement, and standardized management. Specifically, in terms of the 
number of counties international students have come from, the number has 
risen from 164 countries or regions in 1999 to 205 countries or regions in 2016; 
the number of universities or higher learning institutions receiving international 
students in China increased from 354 to 829. In addition, the total number of 
international students increased from 29,179 in 1999 to 442,773 in 2016; the 
number of students in academic programs, as against short-term language study, 
increased from 11,479 in 1999 to 209,966 in 2016. The number of 
postgraduates increased from 2,896 in 1999 to 63,867 in 2016. From this we 
can see that between 1999 and 2016, international education has nevertheless 
continued to expand in scale (see Table 1; Yan, 2017), in spite of some 
hindering factors. 

(3) The most recent stage of improving quality and efficiency. In recent 
years, with the promotion of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the number of 
students coming to China along the “Belt and Road” (B&R) has increased 
significantly. Compared with the number of international students from 
Pakistan, Kazakhstan, and Thailand in 2012, the ranking of the number of 
students from these countries has gone up by five, two and one times 
respectively. In 2016 2017‒ , a total of 746 students from 64 B&R countries 
were studying in China, an increase of 13.6 % year-on-year, higher than the 
average growth rate for other countries (Yan, 2017). 
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Table 1  Changes in the Total Number of International Students in China between 1999 and 

2016 

Year Continents Countries Universities
or colleges 

Total 
number 

of 
students

Number 
of 

diploma 
holders

Master’s 
& PhD 
holders 

Short-term 
students 

1999 5 164 354 29,179 11,479 2,896 15,495 

2000 5 166 342 52,150 13,703 32,511 16,479 

2001 5 169 362 44,463 16,650 3,571 11,334 

2002 5 174 390 85,829 21,055 4,247 25,328 

2003 5 175 353 77,715 15,002 5,034 13,259 

2004 5 178 420 110,842 31,614 5,815 34,358 

2005 5 179 464 141,087 44,850 7,111 37,376 

2006 5 184 519 162,695 54,859 8,643 42,962 

2007 5 188 544 195,503 68,213 10,846 51,340 

2008 5 189 592 223,499 80,005 14,281 58,497 

2009 5 190 610 237,896 93,162 18,632 53,102 

2010 5 194 618 265,090 107,432 24,866 63,680 

2011 5 194 660 292,611 118,837 30,376 75,761 

2012 5 200 690 328,330 133,509 36,060 85,539 

2013 5 200 746 356,499 147,890 40,602 89,700 

2014 5 203 775 377,054 164,394 47,990 94,222 

2015 5 202 811 397,635 184,799 53,572 92,431 

2016 5 205 829 442,773 209,966 63,867 - 

Source: 来华留学生简明统计 (1999 2016) [‒ Brief statistics of international students in China 

(1999 2016)]. Department of International Cooperation and Exchange, Ministry of Education, ‒

(Eds.). Beijing, China: Beijing Language and Culture University Press. 

 
In terms of policies, these have improved for international students studying in 

China since reform and opening up. Regulations with regard to the Admission of 
Self-Financed International Students (1989), Measures for the Chinese Language 
Proficiency Examination (HSK) (State Education Commission, 1992), 
Regulations of the People’s Republic of China on Academic Degrees 
(Amendment 2004) (Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, 
2004), Regulations on the Administration of Acceptance of Foreign Students by 
Institutions of Higher Education (MOE, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, & Ministry 
of Public Security, 2000), Plan for Studying in China (MOE, 2010), The Policies 
on Opening up to the Outside World in the New Era (General offices of the CPC 
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central committee and the State Council, 2016), Promoting Education Exchanges 
along the Belt and Road (MOE, 2016), and Management of Recruitment and 
Training of International Students (MOE, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, & 
Ministry of Public Security, 2017) and other policies have provided more flexible 
management in China. Greater breakthroughs have been made in scale and 
quality, and a scientific, standardized, and socialized management, and service 
system for international students in China, with a legal basis, has gradually been 
formed. The political flavor of international students as “foreigners,” “guests,” 
and “foreign guests” has been diluted and the sense of distance between Chinese 
and foreign students has been lessened. A multicultural fusion approach has been 
promoted. At the same time, administrative departments of education have 
organized managerial staff to exchange and train regularly abroad and at home, 
broaden their horizons, exchange experiences, and improve their management 
and services so as to ensure that their jobs have a legal basis, problems are 
systematically targeted, management is tailored to specific cases, international 
students are trained according to their aptitudes and teaching methods are 
appropriate. In recent years, more and more international students in China have 
chosen majors other than Chinese language and culture. Compared with 2012, 
the number of students majoring in education, science, engineering, and 
agriculture has increased significantly, by more than 100 %. The number of 
students majoring in economics, Western medicine, literature, law, and 
management increased by more than 50 %, with the fastest-growing subject 
being engineering, a 5.2 % rise from 2012. Among academic students, the largest 
number chose Western medicine, engineering, economics, and management. 
Chinese language majors dropped from second in 2012 to fifth in 2016 (Liu, 
2017). 
 
Changes to the Overall Situation of Chinese Students Studying Abroad  
 
Since reform and opening up, Chinese students studying abroad gradually moved 
from the international margin to center stage. When the PRC was founded, 
Chinese students studying abroad mainly served the national development 
strategy and diplomatic needs, as the country aimed at training a large number of 
management and professional personnel needed for the national construction. In 
1978, Comrade Deng Xiaoping made important remarks on expanding the 
number of Chinese students sent abroad. “I agree with the increase in the number 
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of students studying abroad, and they will be mainly engaged in natural sciences. 
We will send tens of thousands of students abroad, not just eight to ten.” (as cited 
in Wang, 2010, p.119) Since then, the first upsurge of large-scale Chinese 
students studying abroad in the 20th century started. A new era of study abroad 
for Chinese students study began. 

From 1950 to 1965, China sent a total of 10,694 students to study abroad. 
From 1978 to 1989, the number of international students increased rapidly to 
96,101, of whom 29,994 were sent by the government, accounting for 31.21 %, 
and 43,430 by employers, accounting for 45.19 %, and 22,677 self-financed 
students, accounting for 23.59 %. Between 1989 and 2011, a total of 2.149 
million students studied abroad, making China the world’s largest exporter of 
international students. From 1978 to the end of 2015, this had increased to 4.042 
million students studying abroad. There were 1.2643 million students in studies, 
2.7778 million who had completed their studies, and 2.186 million returned 
students, accounting for 78.69 % of completed students. Statistics from the 
Ministry of Education show that in 2016, the total number of Chinese students 
studying abroad was 544,500, of whom 91.50 % (498,200 students) were 
self-financed, and that 432,500 students had returned after their studies. That is, 
more than 80 % of overseas students chose to return to China to make a living 
after completing their studies. The ratio of those returning to China to studying 
abroad was 1.26:1. This indicates that the “deficit” in terms of non-returnees has 
shrunk (Li, 2000). 

From the international image of Chinese students studying abroad, since 
reform and opening up, Chinese students are now more attractive in the global 
academic market. For example, in the early days of reform and opening up, 
Chinese students had been widely misunderstood or even discriminated against. 
In 1978, the first group of Chinese students arrived in Britain after reform and 
opening up. Chinese students were often mistaken for Japanese people by locals 
or foreign tourists because of the weak state of Chinese national strength and 
small number of Chinese students studying abroad at that time. In the late 1980s, 
when Australia accepted about 200,000 Vietnamese refugees, large numbers of 
Chinese self-financed language students were often mistaken for Vietnamese 
refugees in Australia. By the end of the 1990s, because of an increase in the 
proportion of Chinese scholars among faculty and middle and upper management 
in American universities, Chinese voices gained volume and influence in 
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cooperation and exchange with American colleges and universities. The 
universities also took the initiative to seek more exchanges and cooperation. 
Entering the 21st century, Chinese students abroad began to say “no” to unfair 
treatment in Western society. Some scholars from the Chinese mainland have 
integrated into American culture, and contributed to universities, communities, 
and society in their own way. They learned how to settle local legal disputes, 
safeguarded their rights and interests and safeguarded the dignity of the Chinese 
people and the image of the Chinese nation. They dared to say “no” to racial 
discrimination and social injustice. 

After 40 Years of Reform and Opening Up, China Has Become 
a New Destination for International Students 

Looking at global trends, after 40 years of reform and opening up, with the rapid 
development of the economy and society, especially the improved scale and 
quality of higher education, China has become a new destination country with 
global appeal and global competitiveness in higher education, with the ability to 
attract and train more talents to study in China. 
 
International Education Exchange: The Initial Stage of Openness and 
Competition Has Been Formed 
 
Over the past 40 years, countries have come to a consensus regarding opening up 
their own higher educational resources and launching a full-scale talent 
competition. Major countries have strengthened policies to attract international 
students, and even some developing countries have joined in the competition for 
international students. At present, all countries in the world have formulated 
various forms of internationalization strategies to promote study abroad, and to 
attract outstanding international students to their own countries, so as to enhance 
international competitiveness. In recent years, for example, Canada released its 
International Education Strategy: Harnessing our Knowledge Advantage to 
Drive Innovation and Prosperity in January 2014, aiming to attract more 
international scholars and students to Canada, with the goal of doubling the 
number of students and researchers in Canada to 450,000 by 2022 (Foreign 
Affairs, Trade and Development Canada, 2014). Russia plans to more than triple 
the number of foreign students studying at its universities over the next eight 
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years under the “Development of the export potential of the Russian education 
system” programme (Vorotnikov, June 22, 2017). In 2011, the Brazilian 
government launched the Ten Thousand Talents Program, sending 100,000 
undergraduate and postgraduate students abroad to enhance Brazil’s 
competitiveness in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (Li, 2013). 
In 2008, the Government of Japan announced the “300,000 Foreign Students 
Plan,” which calls to increase the number of foreign students in Japan from the 
140,000 to 300,000 students by 2020 (Study in JAPAN Comprehensive Guide, 
n.d.). With the expansion of higher education and the continuous improvement of 
the quality of higher education (the rapid rise in the rankings of the world’s major 
universities), China has increased its publicity, funding and policy-making to 
become more attractive to international students (Li, 2000).  
 
The Exchange of International Talent across the World Has Increased 
Rapidly, and China Has Become a New Destination for International 
Education 
 
Looking at global development trends, since China’s reform and opening up, 
other countries in the world unceasingly competed for foreign students. The 
strong demand for international talent has boosted the international talent 
exchange upsurge. China has gradually moved from the periphery of 
international student education to the center, and from the traditional “brain drain 
country” to a “brain gain country.” According to the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2014), the total number of international 
students was 2.1 million in 2000, 3 million in 2005, 4.2 million in 2010, and 4.4 
million in 2011 (p. 344). According to data from 2018 Open Doors Report of the 
US, the total number of international students in 2017 2018 reached about 1.09 ‒
million with 0.12 million new graduate students and 0.1 new undergraduates. 
0.36 million students (33 %) are from China and 0.20 million students (17.9 %) 
are from India. International students contributed $39.4 billion to the U.S. 
economy in 2016, according to the U.S. Department of Commerce (IIE, 2018). In 
the process, the structure of global talent exchange has also been changing. In 
2016, of the 3.5 million international students in the OECD area, 0.97 million 
enroll in programmes in the US and 0.42 million in the UK, 0.336 million in 
Australia, and 0.189 million in Canada (OECD, 2018, p.223). By 2016, the top 
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10 destination countries were the US, the UK, China, France, Australia, Russia, 
Canada, Germany, Japan, and Spain, accounting for 75.1 % of total global 
international student exchange, and about 1,177,000 to other countries (see Table 
2). It can be seen that the average annual growth of international student 
exchange is 170,000: the US, China, the UK, and Canada show an upward trend 
in international student numbers, while for Germany and France, the total 
number of international students has started to decline. It is also reported that the 
number of students in previous destination countries is affected by the emergence 
of new destination countries. In 2000, 56 % of international students were 
accepted by the top six destination countries, compared with 50 % in 2013 (Li, 
2000). 
 
Table 2  Top 10 Destination Countries of International Students in 2016 

Rank Country International 
students Percentage Rank Country International 

Students Percentage 

1 USA 1,043,839 22.08 % 6 Russia 282,921 5.98 % 

2 UK 496,690 10.51 % 7 Canada 263,855 5.58 % 

3 China 397,635 8.41 % 8 Germany 235,858 4.99 % 

4 France 309,642 6.55 % 9 Japan 152,062 3.22 % 

5 Australia 292,352 6.18 % 10 Spain 76,057 1.61 % 

Source: New Chanel. (2018). 从大数据看待出国留学: 2017 年中国留学发展报告 [Studying 

abroad from big data perspective: Chinese students abroad. Development report of 2017]. 

Retrieved October 15, 2018, from http://sh.xhd.cn/onestop/news/701064.html 

 
A further analysis of the economic development in various countries reveals 

that the current general trend for student exchange can be broken down into at 
least four characteristics: First, the exchange of students from developing 
countries and regions to countries and regions with developed economies with 
rich high quality educational resources, or mutual exchange between developed 
economies; Second, students from different countries and regions who move to 
immigrant countries such as the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand; Third, 
students from developing countries and regions who move to countries that grant 
tuition subsidies or scholarships to their own nationals, such as Germany, France, 
Italy, and Finland; Fourth, Asia has become the largest student export region, and 
China the largest student exporting country. If this is compared to a trade deficit, 
the international exchange of students is the largest trade deficit between China 
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and the US. 

The Major Issues and Bottlenecks of International 
Educational Exchange in the Past 40 Years 

In the new era, international educational exchange is becoming the key step in 
the promotion of educational cooperation, cultural integration, and 
people-to-people communication. Especially since the beginning of the 21st 
century, the global system and the structure of international relations have 
undergone profound changes. The appeal, influence and deterrence of power 
politics and trade wars have gradually weakened. Humanistic factors and popular 
diplomacy have gradually risen in status and became a powerful complement to 
the diplomatic relations between countries. Their role is no less important than 
traditional factors such as the economy, politics, diplomacy, and security. All 
countries in the world have listed the political, economic, and diplomatic benefits 
brought about by international students as part of the government’s public policy, 
and governments have adopted various means to increase their attractiveness to 
international students. Under the background of Double First Class (双一流

Shuang yiliu) construction, international education is an important way to build 
first-class universities and disciplines, and cultivate talents urgently needed in 
China, a sustainable strategic resource and an important support to consolidate 
and enhance China’s educational status and international competitiveness. But at 
the same time, there are still a lot of practical challenges for international 
education in China. 
 
International Education Exchange Is Still Subject to the Constraints of the 
International Environment 
 
At the beginning of the founding of the PRC, Western countries led by the US 
imposed various restrictions on China’s educational exchanges and scientific and 
technological cooperation. The core objective of Chinese students studying 
abroad is to learn advanced science and technology, applicable management 
experience and beneficial cultural skills from foreign countries, to train 
high-level talents, to serve the development of education and science and 
technology, to serve the economic construction and social development of China. 
Up until 1965, a total of 7,259 students were admitted to China, including 6,591 
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from socialist countries, 361 from neighboring countries and Africa, eight from 
South America and 103 from Europe (Li, 2000). After reform and opening up, 
the main purpose of accepting international students studying in China became to 
cultivate envoys with a knowledge of China, who could build friendship between 
China and foreign countries. The main purpose of Chinese students studying 
abroad was to learn from foreign advanced concepts, high-quality resources and 
successful practice, and to cultivate and reserve talents for the Two Centenaries 
and the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. The focus of accepting 
international students studying in China has shifted from neighboring countries 
to developed countries in Europe and America, from students in non-academic 
programs to academic students and from government exchange students to 
self-funded students. The focus of Chinese students studying abroad is still 
mainly on developed countries in Europe, the US, and Japan, with shifts from 
visiting scholars to students with academic qualifications and degrees, from 
language and culture majors to science, engineering, agriculture, medicine and 
other disciplines. Before reform and opening up, Chinese students were mainly 
government-sponsored, often arranged by education departments of Chinese 
embassies abroad, and sent to certain schools under the management of embassy 
education departments. There were many restrictions. Now, the majority of 
Chinese students are self-funded, mainly under the management of the 
international student office of their schools. 

International Education Exchange Is Still Subject to the 
Constraints of the Economy 

From the perspective of international students studying in China, students mainly 
come from neighboring countries, such as Japan, South Korea, and India, with a 
major group of students having been sponsored by scholarships established by 
the Chinese government in some countries, such as the Chinese Government 
Scholarships,2 Chinese Cultural Research Scholarships, Confucius Institute 
Scholarships, 3 Sino-foreign cultural exchange scholarships, Silk Road 
Scholarships (Liu, August 12, 2016), “HSK” Winners Scholarships,4  local 

                                                        
2 For more information, visit http://www.campuschina.org/content/details3_74776.html 
3 For more information, visit http://www.campuschina.org/scholarships/index.html 
4 For more information, visit http://old.moe.gov.cn//publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/ 
moe_279/200408/2657.html 
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government scholarships and school exchange programs. The countries along the 
B&R have deep historical and cultural ties with China, and many have a strong 
desire to study in China. Due to limited economic conditions, however, they may 
have trouble achieving this goal. The Bachelor of Medicine & Bachelor of 
Surgery (BMBS) program (taught in English) is very popular with students from 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and other countries in which local medical 
education is very expensive. China’s clinical medicine education is of high 
quality and low cost, which makes it the best choice for prospective doctors, 
while American medical students do not undertake undergraduate programs. In 
the beginning, Chinese students studying abroad were mainly from Beijing, 
Tianjin, Shanghai, and coastal developed areas. At the beginning of reform and 
opening up, a large number of Chinese students from Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
provinces flooded into Australia, because the entry threshold for self-financed 
language schools in Australia was low, and a student’s visa would be issued for 
as long as three months on payment of tuition fees. After reform and opening up, 
China’s southeastern coastal areas have become increasingly well-off, and more 
families have been able to afford to send their children overseas to study. There is 
a saying that Mao Zedong made the Chinese stand up, Deng Xiaoping made the 
Chinese rich, and Xi Jinping made the Chinese strong, which is clearly reflected 
in the development pattern of Chinese students studying abroad. Before reform 
and opening up, the country was not rich, so only a small number of overseas 
students could be sent abroad according to the needs of the country. After reform 
and opening up, China has become richer and self-funded study abroad more 
mainstream. However, most of these students still come from China’s big cities 
and coastal areas. Now China is more prosperous, Chinese students aim for 
famous universities and the best majors abroad. Chinese students’ living 
conditions have also greatly improved. In addition, there is a trend towards 
younger age groups of Chinese students going abroad. 
 
Lack of an International Student Recruitment Platform and Inadequate 
Research at the National Level 
 
Since reform and opening up, all recruitment activities have been carried out 
through universities, embassies and consulates abroad, as well as various trade 
organizations, including academic associations, companies, agencies and foreign 
institutions in China. No strategic planning and in-depth study have been formed 
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and no recruitment platform at the national level has been established, which is 
still insufficient in terms of attracting more foreign students to China. In this 
regard, the current practices of some Western countries are worth learning from. 
For example, the British Council expanded to over 200 offices in over 100 
countries across the world in the fields of arts and culture, English language, 
education and civil society reached over 65 million people directly and 731 
million people overall including online, broadcasts and publications in 2017.5  
The U.S. Association of International Educators is the world’s largest nonprofit 
association dedicated to international education and exchange. NAFSA’s 10,000 
members are located at more than 3,500 institutions worldwide, in over 150 
countries. The annual NAFSA conference serves as a bridge and link between 
American education and students from all over the world who want to study in 
the US.6 The German Academic Exchange Service (Deutscher Akademischer 
Austausch Dienst, DAAD) has set up 14 offices worldwide, including 
representative offices in Beijing and information centers in Guangzhou, Shanghai 
and Hong Kong.7 In addition to promoting educational exchanges between 
Germany and China, it also carries out a large number of alumni activities for 
students studying in Germany. Some countries also carry out in-depth analysis of 
the laws regarding foreign students to provide a reference for recruitment work. 
For example, China is the largest source of foreign students and there were over 
40,000 Chinese student enrolments in New Zealand in 20178. In July 2014, the 
China Insight Report was published by Education New Zealand to analyze 
China’s education situation and employment, enrollment, and development 
strategy. The report put forward suggestions on how to attract more Chinese high 
school students, expand the scale of setting up schools in China, strengthen 
cooperation in vocational education and expand distance education (Education 
New Zealand, 2014). 
 
Policies, Laws and Regulations on International Students Studying in China 
Needed 
 
Generally speaking, there is still a lack of relevant policies, laws, and regulations 
                                                        
5 For more information, visit https://www.britishcouncil.org/ 
6 For more information, visit http://www.nafsa.org/About_Us/About_NAFSA/ 
7 For more information, visit http://www.daad.org.cn/zh/home/daad-in-china 
8 Retrieved from https://www.studyinnewzealand.govt.nz 
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in the education and service industry for studying in China. Although the 
Regulations on the Administration of Acceptance of Foreign Students by 
Institutions of Higher Education promulgated recently by the Ministry of 
Education, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Public Security 
(2017), further clarifies the respective responsibilities and scope of service, 
China still lack relevant supporting facilities. The measures cannot effectively 
solve problems that occur in the process of international students’ education 
needs in China, such as internships, employment, residence, and so on. Unlike 
other traditional destination countries such as the US, the UK, and Australia, 
China lacks both a history of large-scale international talent and experience of 
generating relevant work for these students and graduates. China can learn more 
from the mature experience of developed countries to formulate a series of 
supporting policies in line with research.  

In addition, since reform and opening up, especially in recent years, there have 
been some new practical problems that are not conducive to international 
students studying in China. These need to be solved urgently. For example, the 
deterioration of the natural environment is gradually affecting the willingness of 
students from Europe and America to come to China. Air pollution in Beijing has 
impacted international students’ willingness to register and apply for study 
programs. A university in Beijing has proposed that international students do not 
need to take an exam to apply for undergraduate education so long as they pass 
the HSK Chinese proficiency test. There are also many problems in international 
students studying in China caused by disorderly competition, which has affected 
China’s reputation. At present, self-financed international students studying in 
China mostly depend on agencies either at home and abroad. The quality and 
level of the employees of these agencies are different, and the lack of unified 
standards and norms has affected the application of international students, not to 
mention China’s image and reputation. In 2016, New Zealand stepped up its 
inspections of offshore agencies, mainly because 150 Indian students had 
fraudulent visas, with the students claiming that they had been thus instructed by 
their agencies, which were subsequently shut down. In the future, there should be 
an institution for unified supervision and certification established to strengthen 
the training of employees in agencies, enhance service awareness and standardize 
management (New Zealand, 2017). 
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Suggestions for Future International Education Exchange 
after 40 Years of Reform and Opening Up 

International educational exchange, storing talents for the world and enriching 
the country, is related to the training of five kinds of talents proposed in Some 
Opinions on the Opening Up of Education in the New Period (General offices of 
the CPC central committee and the State Council, 2016). It is also related to 
whether China can get out of the middle income trap and to the great 
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. Therefore, there should be further study of 
common practices in international educational exchange and a constant 
strengthening and upgrade of the system. The studies above show that China has 
become a major destination country for international students in the world, but at 
the same time, there is still a significant gap with the US and other countries and 
a huge deficit in international student exchange. Therefore, this study puts 
forward the following suggestions for further attracting foreign students to come 
to China, further regulating Chinese students’ studying abroad, and promoting 
the return of overseas Chinese students. 
 
To Promote Chinese Language Learning and Improve International 
Students’ Chinese Proficiency 
 
Language is the key factor affecting the activities of international education 
exchange. According to the trend and number of international students, the flow 
to the US, the UK, Australia, Canada, India and other countries with English as 
their mother tongue ranked first, because English is the most common language, 
with its historical advantage. In order to attract more international students, 
Germany, France, Sweden, China, Russia and other countries have opened 
English courses and majors. In the Netherlands, 95 % of the population speak 
English, and as a non-English mother tongue country, the Netherlands was 
among the earliest to offer English-medium courses. It currently offers 800 
undergraduate courses and more than 1,000 master’s courses in English. China 
attaches great importance to the language problems of foreign students in China. 
Especially since the establishment of the Confucius Institute in 2004 and the 
successful hosting of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, Chinese is on its way to 
becoming a world language. In recent years, with the development of China’s 
economy, society, and education, Chinese has entered mainstream society and 



WEI Liqing, HU Yanhua 548

there are many courses teaching Chinese abroad. Students and groups learning 
Chinese have gained opportunities and career development possibilities. Trump’s 
granddaughter sang a Chinese song on social media, and the daughter of Thomas 
L. Friedman, the author of The World is Flat, is learning Chinese, which have 
helped promote the language. Since the introduction of the BRI, a number of 
educational institutions have set up Chinese language schools in the countries 
and regions along the route. In the future, China should further strengthen the 
global promotion of Chinese language learning and form a deeper linguistic 
foundation for international students studying in China (Foreign Affairs, 1996). 
 
To Refine High-Quality Educational Resources and Improve the Quality of 
Higher Education 
 
International students studying abroad learn advanced educational concepts, 
science and technology, and successful practices of developed countries, to 
enhance their cognitive ability, interpersonal skills, internal ability and the ability 
to adapt to complex circumstances, in order to display their skills in the future 
workplace. The US, for example, attracts a quarter of the world’s international 
students, mainly because of its good educational ecology, huge high-quality 
educational resources and famous schools, teachers, and Nobel Prize winners. In 
particular, the US has a sound educational system, with more than 4,800 higher 
learning institutions, including Ivy League universities, which are training social 
elites and community colleges that provide a region or state with professional 
and skilled personnel for the socioeconomic development. According to the QS 
World University Rankings (2018), the US has four universities in the world top 
five. Since the popularization of higher education in China, the quality of 
education has been continuously improved, and the number and ranking of 
universities in global lists has increased. This has also become one of the main 
reasons why China is now a destination country for international students 
studying abroad. With the promotion of the BRI, one can see the establishment of 
a multi-scholarship system, the establishment of the “Study in China” initiative, 
the building of a culture of “Learning while doing in China,” the construction of 
branded courses and branded majors, the gradual improvement of the standard 
system and quality assurance mechanism for international education, and the 
encouragement of outstanding international graduates to work in China. The 
promulgation of favorable policies and the strengthening of staff and 
management training will surely promote the rapid development of international 
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education in China, usher in a bumper harvest of both in scale and quality of 
international education in China, and promote the prosperity of the cause of 
international education exchange. In future, under the Double First Class strategy, 
the quality of higher education will be further improved. Combined with the 
needs of foreign students, a further opening up of high-quality higher educational 
resources will be key to attracting foreign students to China. 
 
To Further Improve the Policy Environment for International Education in 
China 
 
First, we should further improve the tuition system of international education in 
China to enhance competitiveness. International education is essentially an 
investment in human resources. Europe ranks fourth out of the five continents, 
but has become the largest destination for international education. In addition to 
language and quality educational resources, most European countries, such as 
France, Germany, Italy, Finland and other countries, adopt tuition-free policies 
for international students and offer courses in English. Public universities in the 
US, including community colleges, have low tuition fees, making them the first 
choice for international students with limited budgets. China has gone through 
historical stages of giving financial support to Chinese students studying abroad 
and international students studying in China. In the future, it is necessary to 
further improve the tuition system by combining public-funded and self-financed 
international education in China. Besides government scholarships, we should 
form a competitive tuition fee system so as to enhance China’s competitiveness 
in the process of competing for international students. Second, we should further 
improve the immigration policy and relieve the worries of international students 
studying in China. Immigrant countries, such as the US, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand and others, have superior natural environments, better material 
conditions and a larger space to develop. International students who find jobs 
after graduation can apply for work visas, and those who meet the requirements 
can apply for a green card and eventually settled status. The US is the largest 
country of immigrants, offering 65,000 H-1B places (temporary work visas) for 
fiscal year 2019 to attract international talent. 9  Employment or emigration 
through international education is the demand of many international students. 

                                                        
9 Retrieved November 11, 2018, from https://www.gadgetsnow.com/tech-news/65000-cap- 
for-h-1b-visas-for-fy2019-reached-uscis/articleshow/63656066.cms 
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China is currently one of the countries with a stricter international and 
transnational work visa regime, and relevant immigration policies need to be 
improved. With the arrival of a large number of students studying in China, the 
demand for international students to stay in China for employment and even 
receive Chinese citizenship has increased rapidly. China should study and revise 
its immigration policies as soon as possible. Third, China should promote more 
diversified channels for international education in China. At present, in the 
recruitment of foreign students in China, agencies, including domestic and 
foreign agencies, have been active and some staff of foreign agencies can be 
found working in Chinese universities as instructors. International students 
coming to China are only from a few source countries. For example, in the 
Bachelor of Medicine & Bachelor of Surgery (BMBS) program, more than 85 % 
of students come from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal. There are many 
more channels for international education in China, with the establishment and 
expansion of exchanges in humanities between China and foreign countries, the 
promotion of sino-foreign cooperative education projects, the implementation of 
the BRI, the promotion of Confucius Institutes, Confucius Classrooms, Luban 
Workshops and “Study in China,” and the expansion of Sino-foreign inter-school 
cooperation and exchange projects. The quality of study in China will be further 
improved, and will usher in prosperity (Foreign Affairs, 1996). Fourth, we should 
promote the policy of more socialized international education. On July 1, 2017, 
the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of 
Public Security jointly promulgated the Regulations on the Administration of 
Acceptance of Foreign Students by Institutions of Higher Education, further 
clarifying the responsibilities of the administrative departments of education, 
public security, and foreign affairs under the State Council, which states that 
relevant parts and organizations can be entrusted to undertake international 
education. The management and service of students should make use of modern 
information to establish an international student information management system 
in time, promote an information sharing mechanism, and improve the 
management and service of international students, so as to make the management 
of international student studying in China more socialized. 
 
To Take Various Measures to Promote the Return of Chinese Students 
Studying Abroad 
 
With the eastward movement of the active regions of global economic and social 
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development, Asia has gradually shifted from an international student export 
region to a destination region. With the increasing number of Chinese students 
studying abroad, the number of students who have returned China after completion 
of their studies has grown year by year. One reason is that the talent strategy 
implemented by the Chinese government, such as the “Thousand Talents Plan,” 
“Changjiang Scholars,” and “Taishan Scholars,” has brought teams of talent back 
to China. Another reason is that the Chinese economic and social environment and 
new levels of development have attracted Chinese students studying abroad to 
return for work or to start their own businesses. In the future, China should take 
further measures to promote the return of Chinese students studying abroad and 
create a better environment for them to return home, and participate in the 
construction of socialism with Chinese characteristics in the new era. 
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